THE BRITISH CONSTITUTION

ments of contemporary observers are frequently inaccurate. We need
not believe of Greville that

For fifty years he listened at the door.
And heard some secrets and invented more.

We may, however, accept the judgment of Sir Alexander Gordon
(the fourth son of the Earl of Aberdeen, who became Prime Minister):
' I find that, as regards almost every transaction of which I... happen
to know the whole history, he [Greville] knows a great deal about it,
but not all about it.'1

Finally, there are at least two views of the actions of most statesmen.
The official biography usually gives one view only. Moreover, the
student of the Constitution is necessarily affected by his own bias. If he
prefers the view of Mr Gladstone to that of Mr Disraeli, is the preference
due to a genuine objective belief that Mr Gladstone understood the way
in which the Constitution worked, while Mr Disraeli worked the
Constitution to suit his own ends? If he comes to the conclusion that
Queen Victoria's relations with the Conservative Opposition were un-
constitutional, is his judgment wholly free from unconscious bias?
True impartiality is not possible. He can only guard against prejudice,
he cannot eradicate it.

For these reasons, the description of a constitution must necessarily
be defective. As Mr Baldwin said :

The historian can tell you probably perfectly clearly what the constitu-
tional practice was at any given period in the past, but it would be very
difficult for a living writer to tell you at any given period in his lifetime what
the Constitution of the country is in all respects, and for this reason, that
almost at any given moment.. .there may be one practice called 'constitu-
tional' which is falling into desuetude and there may be another practice
which is creeping into use but is not yet constitutional.2

Even Lord Bryce, whose competence as an expounder of constitutional
questions cannot be doubted, says that the British Constitution 'works
by a body of understandings which no writer can formulated Ncvcr-

1 Life of Henry Reeve, II, p. 353.                    3 261 H.C.Deb. 5 s., 531.

3 Quoted in Report of the Joint Select Committee on Indian Constitutional Reform
(1934), vol. i, part i, p. 7.
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